Dear Paolo,

in The Mind of Touch Derrick de Kerckove remembers seeing your presentation of the video-installation The Garden of Things, which suggested him a peculiar conception of touch. The thermic traces of the objects touched by hands - de Kerchove says – suggested him the existence of a variable and active aura which connects us to the environment. A form of sensibility that allows us to perceive our surroundings and, at the same time, our body as it moves. In that short essay, written for the third edition of the European Photography festival, de Kerchove also mentions the research of sociologist William Bogard and his conception of touch as intersensory competence.  
If there are some grounds for this idea of touch as intersensory competence, your sensitive environments are the perfect devices to stimulate it. The use of digital media, especially touch devices linking visual, auditory and kinaesthetic sensations to touch, have favoured the development of a new form of sensibility, whose consequences on the cognitive level can be measured in all the changes concerning attention strategies. 
Because of the critical and theoretical apparatus your research is based on, I consider you a shrewd observer of these phenomena and I’d like to publish a contribution of yours in the next issue of warburghiana, devoted to the techniques of plastic, graphic, photographic, cinema montage and to their relationship to the recent techniques in audiovisual bricolage which have favoured the development of new attention strategies, with important consequences on the perceptive and cognitive level.
Best
aurelio

Dear Aurelio,

all the pressures we experience because of media culture, which jeopardizes our ability to understand the things of the world and to be fully aware of our “being”, ask for an unusual stance in order to oppose their negative influence and turn this new condition into an enriching experience in our lives. The frantic whirl concerning the fragmentation of numberless contrasting information, the pressing messages where the boundaries between truth and falsity aren’t defined any more, the speed with which everything is produced and contradicted, cannot be reassembled even with the help of the most sophisticated techniques of montage, and the reference to cinema is not fortuitous, being mainly a question of audiovisual and fictional elements. So, experimenting with new practices to transform this material and make it meaningful becomes necessary in order to construct that narrative of the world which is essential to map out a route of our understanding. What usually holds together these heterogeneous fragments cannot be used any more, nor can post-production techniques be considered enough. We may have to accept their impossibility to be  regularly lined up in linear and bi-dimensional narrations, and accept their “distracting” quality so that we can turn their diversionary meaning  into a virtuous element. As far as I could gather from my experiences with Studio Azzurro, one possible answer are the reticular and dynamic containers which I like calling narrative habitats, worlds that you can perceive because of the mingling of all our senses rather than for the prevalence of one of them. Stories you can perceive rather than see. Small eco-systems which you can touch, smell and taste, changing that supposed post-production work into a shared work. You agree to stay, even casually, inside these habitats, among the virtual and real fragments that whirl around you, but you also agree to touch this hybrid condition itself, and touching is an experience which doesn’t allow any distraction. It’s no accident that the metaphor of touch is the one we have used the most. The one we found most fruitful when more than sixteen years ago we realised “Il giardino delle cose” (the garden of things) or “Tavoli – perché queste mani mi toccano?” (Tables - why are these hands touching me?), the first interactive work which required a gesture from the viewer to feel the tenuousness of the images projected in the video-installation. Touch gets things closer, establishes a direct relationship, is part of an  ancestral and primitive perception which goes back to our time before birth, when, in our mothers’ womb, she communicates with us through vibrations of her body. Today’s sophisticated information technology systems force us to a back pass, a return to a protected habitat inside which it was extremely complex to imagine a world outside, to find there our essential directions.
I’m attaching an excerpt from L’arte fuori di sé, which I’ve written with Andrea Balzola for Feltrinelli, where you can find some more about this topic.
Best

Paolo
(excerpt from L’arte fuori di sé by Andrea Balzola e Paolo Rosa. Feltrinelli, May 2011, pages. 60-63 ) 

As Remo Bodei suggests, art produces combinations which are able to unblock our feeling.
 And indeed our feeling needs unblocking nowadays. Our age has made us all deeply insensitive, because of our difficulty in adjusting our sensory apparatus to the pressing environmental stimuli. Some of them are completely new: the saturation of stimuli produced by a media system which is pervading every instant and every place; the dematerialization which is affecting the whole universe of known things and is pushing them towards a totally virtual dimension; the parcelling out which is fragmenting and scattering cognitive experience in hyper-specialised streams; the sensory extension produced through technology which is moving the real world farther and farther away from us.
All these conditions bring about a sort of sensory alteration, which may in fact be a mutilation. They numb one’s perception of oneself and one’s world. An anaesthesia of feeling. 
I mean feeling as a possibility to build one’s own existence and memory through senses. Feeling is also the ability to direct one’s senses during contemporary processes of environmental change. Nowadays our sensoriality is challenged to face increasingly immaterial worlds, where extensive and specialised learning cannot guarantee real knowledge. Widening one’s learning can paradoxically mean narrowing one’s feeling.
Here the peculiarity of art and its ability to combine senses and sense steps in.
Mentioning a function of art which is able to unblock our feeling means being conscious that there are continuous repeated moments when certain perceptions of the world around us tend to freeze, to get stuck in pre-conceptions, and make us reactive only when peaks of exasperated and artificial stimuli are reached. An ever increasingly immobilized and numbed body, prisoner of his prostheses, is besieged by a wide array of shouted, sensational but empty provocation.
Instead of joining this deafening chorus, as it often happens, art could take on one of its many fitting roles, that of breaking this deadlock, acting in order to redefine senses as a whole, acknowledging the new conditions they’re active in and they’ve been modified by
. 
However, it is not simply a matter of senses as such, but of the complex intertwining of their relationships and juxtapositions.
In industrial societies and even more in post-industrial ones, the environment has constantly become more artificial, so people have lost their contact with the natural world and live in a world which has become artificial, the urban world, with its means of transport, media and telecommunication systems, which modify the quality of sensory relationships. We experiment a simultaneity of different perceptions but also a simultaneity of natural and artificial perceptions.
It’s as if senses had doubled, the relationship is not only between real sensitivity but also between that one and a new virtual sensitivity. In the hyper-simulation dimension produced by technological systems, we touch something and we don’t know what it is made of, we listen to purely synthetic sounds, we have illusory visions of virtual worlds, there is a more complicated perceptive and cognitive dimension.
Synaesthesia, generated by this relation among senses, gains a new centrality both in the real world and in art practice. Synaesthetic experience can in fact revitalize the single sensorialities with its unforeseeable combinations.
Scientific and neurological studies have shown the synaesthetic phenomenon to be more widely spread than it is usually thought and to present itself more markedly in creative people.
The synaesthetic quality is then an essential component to increase the creative ability to perceive the world.
Artists seem naturally inclined to synaesthesia. As it happens, in the recent history of art, with Baudelaire, Artaud
 and a great part of the Avant-garde movement, synaesthesia has become a central and programmatic aspect, linked to the utopia of a total artwork and of a synthesis of languages: that is to say the possibility to make the spectator perceive the artwork through all his senses simultaneously.  
Today, as we said, technologies  have triggered off a new form of synaesthesia which is not only the combination of natural senses, but also the mingling between natural senses and a new artificial, virtual sensitivity. The artist is required to be able to interpret this “doubled synaesthesia” and work with it and to intervene on the parallel loss of sensory dimensions which is taking place both individually and collectively in our so called “technologically advanced” societies.
� “Artworks are indeed borderline, they lead us to the borders of normality, where they create sensory and intellectual combinations which unblock our feeling, our thinking and our affective sphere, freeing it from routine.


Remo Bodei, Riflessioni su alcune premesse dell’arte interattiva, pag. 164 in Arte tra azione e contemplazione a cura di Silvana Vassallo e Andreina Di Brino, Edizioni ETS 2004.


� Art deals with perception; the evolution of all perception theories, from Gestalt to cognitive theories, confirms that: man’s experience is mainly related to the sensory dimension and art can here play a conspicuous role.


� “Like prolonged echoes mingling in the distance / In a deep and tenebrous unity, / Vast as the dark of night and as the light of day, / Perfumes, sounds, and colors correspond.” C. Baudelaire, in Les Fleurs du mal, 1857, Paris “The overlapping of images and movements will culminate, through the collision of objects, silences, shouts, and rhythms, or in a genuine physical language with signs, not words, as its root (…) But instead of limiting these dissonances to the orbit of one sense only, we’ll make them move from a colour to a sound, from a word to a light, from a trepidation of gesture to a tonality full of sounds…” A. Artaud 








